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ROLES AND ROLE MODELS:
A SURVEY OF ISSUES IN
GENDER EQUITY
RUSSELL T. OSGUTHORPE, Ph.D.,
and IDA SMITH, B.S.

t is a commonly accepted fact that a
person's gender has profound effects on a person's life. A man may
choose to spend significant time and
money pursuing career preparation because he wants to be able to generate
enough income to support a family. A
woman may have less concern over
career preparation because she sees
herself being supported by a husband.
But these are perceptions each of us
holds about the implications of our own
gender. What about the perceptions we
hold about other men or other women?
How do those ideas affect the way we
perceive the role of husband or wife, or
the way we perceive others in pursuit of
their life goals, or the way we choose
those individuals after whom we would
like to pattern our life? The purpose of
the research we will discuss in this
paper was to uncover answers to questions like these.
The research began in 1982 with
the development of a questionnaire to
be administered to BYU students. The
questionnaire consisted of 11 sections of
"fixed response" items using scales or
multiple choice formats. Within these 11
sections a total of 91 individual items
were included. Some of the items focused directly on university life, while
others dealt with the broader effects of
gender on marriage and family relationships. In addition to the 91 scaled items,
the questionnaire contained 10 free
response items, allowing students to
explain the reasons behind their answers to the scaled items. Although all
of the data have been thoroughly analyzed, including careful coding of all
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free response items, in this paper
will discuss only highlights of the
sults obtained on three items deali
with the effects of gender on roles a
role models.
When the study was completed
total of 343 women and 375 men h
participated in the research, most
them unmarried Mormon undergra
uates. The majority of the questio
naires were administered in religi
classes which are required courses
all students. Thus, the make-up of t
sample was similar to the make-up
the entire student population at BY
Demographic data were collected
each respondent, allowing researche
to construct a sample which match
that of the BYU student populatio
Further information on the sample a
procedures used in the study can
obtained by contacting the authors.
Husband/Wife Roles

The first question we will discu
asked students to project for their ow
marriage how family-related tas
would be shared by husband and wi
While the results comparing wome
with mens' responses were interestin
we will focus only on the combined
sults in this paper. From Table I it can
seen that students varied greatly in th
perceptions of the roles of husband a
wife. On four of the six items, at le
some respondents felt that the ta
would be carried out exclusively by t
husband. For example, nearly one-th
of the students said that the husba
would be the only one to conduct p
sonal interviews with the childr
while about one in five students s
that the task would be equally shared
both husband and wife. It is also cl
from Table I that both women and m
tend to place more responsibility on t
husband for most family-related task
even those that have traditionally be
associated with the mother (e.g., "Se
loving tone in the home"). Note t
even though there was a column e
titled "wife entirely," the column w
never used by students. It should

TABLE I.
Mean percentages for all respondents regarding preferences for husband/wife tasks.
Roie Preference

Task

Husband Husband Wife more
than
Husband more than and Wife
the same Husband
entirely
Wife

4%

45%

51%

Conducting family
home evening

13%

57%

29%

Conducting personal
interview with children

29%

49%

21%

8%

52%

21%

76%

3%

75%

Leading scripture study

Keeping order and
assigning tasks in the
home
Making decisions
regarding church
contributions

2%

Set loving tone in the
home
mentioned that a number of versions of
tern were used in pilot experiments-all
with the same results. Students frequently saw the husband taking a major
load in family responsibilities, and
usually saw the wife taking a less prominent role.
Many implications could be drawn
from the results obtained on this first
question. One of the most obvious is
that the variance among students' perceptions could have profound effects on
a marriage relationship. For example, a
male student who consistently responded in the "husband entirely"
column may marry a female student
who consistently responded in the
"husband and wife the same" column.
Because their responses indicate their
expectations of self, as well as their
expectations of their spouse, the amount
of agreement would have special significance for their marriage relationship.
The shift to the "husband more than
wife" side of the scale also has clear
implications for marriage. From written
responses given elsewhere in the questionnaire, we got the distinct impression

Wife
entirely

39%

22%

that some male students would have
often felt more comfortable with a more
shared view of family tasks, but felt that
it was their responsibility to do everything associated with the home-even
though they perceived that their wife
would be spending much more time in
the home than would be possible for
them.
Personal Life Goals

One of the items on the questionnaire was designed specifically for BYU
use, but may have important implications for us all. The question asked
respondents to rate the importance of
various reasons why students choose to
come to BYU. Students were asked to
rate the importance of their own reasons, as well as those of other women
and other men. Although the question
included several reasons, such as "Find
a spouse" or "Get a broad, wellrounded education," we will only focus
here on the reason entitled, "Prepare
for a career."
From Table II it can be seen that
when women and men speak of their

54

AMCAP JOURNAL / MARCH 1

TABLE II.

Mean percentages for women and men rating themselves,
other men and other women regarding the importance of career preparation as
a reason for enrolling at BYU.

Rating Category

Level of Importance
Most Important
Least Import
1
2
4
3
5

Men about themselves

74%

20%

4%

Women about other men

69%

23%

6%

Men about other men

45%

41%

1%

2%

Women about themselves

46%

32%

14%

6%

2%

Women about other women

4%

25%

42%

25%

5%

Men about other women

6%

17%

37%

31%

9%

own reasons for coming to BYU, they
cite career preparation as one of their
most important reasons. A total of 94
percent of the men and 78 percent of
the women rated career preparation
with a lora 2 ("most important").
However, women differed from men in
how they rated men's reasons for coming to BYU. Women consistently rated
other men as men had rated themselves.
Men say that they, themselves, are
serious students and women agree.
When men are asked to rate other men,
however, they are not quite as certain
that career preparation is as important a
motivation for other men as it is for
themselves.
The most dramatic differences
were obtained on the ratings for other
womens' reasons for coming to BYU.
Both men and women tend to trivialize
the reason for other womens' attendance
at BYU. While 78 percent of the women
said that career preparation was one of
their primary reasons for coming to BYU
(rated 1 or 2), they felt that only 29
percent of other w..omen thought of it as a
primary reason. Men said that only 23
percent of women came to BYU primarily to prepare for a career. In fact,
men said that fully 40 percent of BYU
female students think of career preparation as one of their least important reasons for coming to the school, compared with only 8 percent of the women,

themselves, say that it was one of th
own least important reasons.
The discrepancies noted betwe
self-perceptions and perceptions
others may have important implicatio
for each of us as we pursue our own l
goals. How free are women really
pursue academically challenging pr
grams, when others (both men a
women) tend to view them as le
serious students? Are women viewed
simply trying to "prove something
when they speak of a graduate progra
as one of their goals? When we couns
these students, we are dealing with the
own desires, mixed with what th
believe is appropriate for them, as d
fined by their perceptions of others a
how those perceptions might affect the
socially? There are even implicatio
about intellectual isolation when
woman says that" I am a serious stude
but most other women are here for t
social life ."
The data clearly indicate that n
only are stereotypes are indeed d
ferent for men than for women. BYUh
long had the image of being a marria
mill, and that image still seems to
very much alive. However, the stere
type has a much stronger effect on t
perceptions we hold for women than f
those we hold for men. Students c
assume that many men will marry du
ing their college years, but feel th

TABLE III.
Mean percentages for women and men regarding their perceptions of the degree
of influence of selected male and female role models.
Amount of Influence
Role Model

Respondents

Great
deal

Some

Christ

Women
Men

94%
91%

6%
7%

Mary

Women
Men

65%
16%

30%
48%

Spencer W.
Kimball

Women
Men

93%
84%

5%
14%

Camilla
Kimball

Women
Men

54%
12%

30%
36%

marriage was not their primary reason
for enrolling. Women, however, do not
have the same luxury. For the woman to
be a serious student means that she
must not be as interested as she
"should" be in being married.
Role Models
Modeling plays a part in the development of each of us. Parents notice
early in their child's life the tendency to
mimic the behaviors of Mommy or
Daddy. As we mature, our modeling
often becomes more a part of our conscious decisions. But are the decisions
different for men and women Do men
and women selected similar role
models? The item on the questionnaire
addressing this issue is found in Table
III. In essence, students were asked to
estimate the amount of influence a
number of individuals had had in their
lives. The first list of people was drawn
from the scriptures and the second from
prominent modern-day church figures.
The abbreviated results shown in Table
III indicate that women and much more
flexible than men in their selection of
role models. Women freely select both
men and women as people they seek to
emulate. There was a slight trend in the
data to show that women generally have
stronger role models than men, regardless of whether the model is male or
female. For example, women were

Very
Little

Not at
all

5%
26%

1%
9%

8%
29%

6%
19%

Unknown
to me

2%
4%

more likely to select "great deal" of
influence than "some" for a number o
modern-day church figures, such as
President Spencer W. Kimball (see
Table III.)
On the other hand, men rarely
select women as their most influentia
role models. Camilla E. Kimball illustrates this point. Fully 54 percent of the
women said that Sister Kimball had a
"great deal" of influence in their life
compared with only 12 percent of the
men selecting her in the same category.
For some reason, it seems intuitively
obvious that men would not selec
women for their role models. Why then
is it equally so intuitive that women
would readily select men as theirs? The
data, of course, do not give clear answers
concerning the whys, but the data definitely indicate that men are much more
restricted in their choice of role models
than are women. In most cases, the only
woman perceived as having a grea
influence in a man's life is his own
mother.
The questions raised by the results
of the role model data are as interesting
as any answers that may come from the
data. For example, why are men so
reluctant to look up to women? Do men
view it as a sign of weakness? Why are
women, for that matter, so eager to look
up to so many-both men and women?
Whatever the answers to these ques-
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tions, there is little doubt that we are
again dealing in part with culturally
transmitted ideas and sanctions.
The implications for everyday life
are abundant. President Jeffrey Holland
in his welcome speech to the faculty at
the beginning of the 1984 school year
gave some strong counsel to men who
had voiced frustration in their assignment to work for a woman supervisor.
He emphasized that the problem had
little to do with "rights" and much to do
with simple Christian behavior. Many
could easily dismiss the problem because men "just aren't used to working
for a woman." But the data collected in
this study would suggest that the problem goes deeper than that. Men not
only lack practice in reporting to a
woman, they also lack experience in
looking to women as role models.
Conclusion
The implications of this study for
LDS relationships obviously go far beyond students at BYU. Students who
were questioned came from every part
of the country-bringing their stereotyped perceptions with them from their
own families and upbringing. Many of
those stereotypes are likely reinforced
on campus, both in and out of the
classroom.
Some of the most crucial questions
raised by this study are: 1) How do you
achieve an equals relationship in marriage where stereotyped role perceptions may act as roadblocks? 2) Given
correct circumstances, is it really possible for a woman to have equal access
to education-and therefore to achieving her goals-on college campuses,
BYU included? And if not, what steps
need to be taken to ensure womens'
equal access to education? 3) What are
we not doing-or doing wrong-that
seems to make it so difficult for our
young men to look up to a woman?
Finally, 4) What can we do in our homes,
counseling sessions, and classrooms to
reduce the effects of stereotypes on
both women and men? These and other
questions raised by this study deserve
our immediate contemplation, as well as
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further research.
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